Sarah Polkinghorne
Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia
University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada

Coming to our senses: considerations for studying sensory
information (Paper)

Abstract

Everyone uses information gathered through the senses to understand and navigate daily
life. Despite this ubiquity, some types of sensory information have received little
attention within library and information studies (LIS). This CAIS paper analyzes one
sense as an example, the sense of smell, in order to identify cultural, linguistic, and
methodological considerations for bringing it into greater focus within our discipline.
This paper illustrates the complexities of studying sensory information, and argues that
doing so will contribute to richer examinations of people’s information practices.

Résumé

We perceive information through our senses on a daily basis. We use such information
both consciously and unconsciously to navigate and understand our environment, the
food and drink we consume, and our social and cultural circumstances. Despite this
ubiquity, some types of sensory information, such as smells and tastes, have received
little attention within library and information studies (LIS). This CAIS/ACSI paper
analyzes one sense, the sense of smell, in order to identify considerations necessary for
researchers to bring it into greater focus within our discipline. The paper illustrates the
complexities of studying sensory information, and argues that doing so will contribute to
richer examinations of people’s information behaviours and practices.

LIS researchers are increasingly drawing attention to embodied information and
knowledge (Cox, Griffin, & Hartel, 2017; Keilty, 2016; Lloyd, 2009; Lloyd, 2010; Lueg,
2015; Olsson, 2016; Olsson & Lloyd, 2017; Veinot, 2007). Researchers concerned with
embodiment often discuss the senses while detailing how participants’ bodies inform
them about their surroundings. For example, Veinot reports on a hydroelectric vault
inspector who is informed by “her physical ability to perceive temperature,” which is
important because “a vault that is hotter than it should be is one of the signs of potential
overload” (2007, p. 167). Lloyd reveals how trainee firefighters gain “fire sense,” the
socially transmitted ability to use auditory, visual, and other information from the
physical environment to understand and survive firefighting situations (2007, pp. 188-
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189). Olsson describes archaeologists’ “striking” multi-sensory information practices and
discovers that archeologists taste the artifacts they find at dig sites (2016, pp. 413-414).

Even in the context of this emerging interest in embodiment, close analyses of the senses
are rare, such as Chen’s work on aromatic archival records (2016). In the broader LIS
literature, there is discussion of how books smell (e.g., Cave, 2012; Lieberman, 1997).
There is also discussion of how people smell, particularly library patrons whose body
odours may contravene library policies (e.g., Bardoff, 2015; Kelly, 2006). Beyond these
two contexts, smell is not widely discussed. The potential to enrich our understanding of
the sense of smell, and its role in people’s information practices, is as plain as the nose on
one’s face.

Aromas are information. In the Smelly Old History book series, featuring Mouldy
Mummies, Wartime Whiffs, and Tudor Odours, each book contains scratch and sniff
panels to give readers an enhanced experience of the historical period described within
(Dobson, 1998a; Dobson, 1998b; Dobson, Reid, & Cottam, 1997). Meanwhile, chemists
and engineers continue to pursue development of mechanized olfaction, also known as
electronic nose technology (Patel, 2013). In medicine, anecdotal reports have suggested
that dogs may be able sniff out cancer (Church & Williams, 2001).

Aromas are also information retrieval triggers, powerful prompts for our episodic
memories and affective associations (Saive, Royet, & Plailly, 2014). In other words, any
given smell is both information—airborne chemical compounds—and “memorial device”
linking us to other information (Chen, 2016, p. 111).

To study the sense of smell in LIS, researchers must contend with a number of
considerations. First, researchers must review the culturally situated nature of our own
sensory experiences. Living in Western society in the 21* century, this means that we
perceive the senses hierarchically. Smell is at the bottom of the hierarchy. While
powerful, and closely involved in how we interpret class, race, health, pleasure, and
safety, smell is also elusive and ephemeral (Classen, 1994, p. 5). Since the Renaissance,
the sense of sight has firmly occupied the top of the sensory hierarchy, entrenched with
lens-based inventions such as telescopes and microscopes, along with the spread of print
publications and other objects of longstanding interest to LIS researchers (Howes &
Classen, 2014, p. 2). Meanwhile, smell has been positioned as “a lower sense that
promotes animal appetites rather than reasoned judgment and that blurs the basic western
philosophic distinction between ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ (Sutton, 2010, p. 211). In a
society that privileges notions of rationality and objectivity, smell has been “‘silenced’ in
modernity,” assumed frivolous and unreliable for its ties to emotion, appetite, and
domesticity (Classen, 1994, p. 4). As LIS researchers turn their attention to the senses,
they must be reflective and transparent about possibly unconsidered sensory biases, such
as implicit preferences for fixed, bounded, visible forms of information.

LIS researchers working in English also face lexical shortcomings, manifestations of the
sensory hierarchy. We do not possess “a true olfactory vocabulary” (Classen, 1994, p.
109). We describe smells subjectively, and we do not have an array of abstract terms for



them. For example, we describe the visual information we perceive from an apple in
many ways: by colour, shape, texture, condition, emplacement, and so on. When we
describe the olfactory information from that same piece of fruit, we describe whether it
smells sweet or tart, ripe or rotten. We do not have the same breadth of descriptive
options. Further, while we have words for abstract visual concepts such as “red,” we
interpret and describe aromas mainly in relation to their provenance: an apple smells like
an apple. This is not necessarily because the sense of smell is less complex than the sense
of sight, but rather because our language reflects sensory biases. For LIS researchers
interested in the description and classification of aromas, it will be important to address
these challenges. Information practices researchers must develop elicitation and analysis
strategies that also account for linguistic challenges. For example, studies such as Pink’s
ethnographies of everyday practices, examining questions such as how people know
when their laundry is clean, demonstrate that researchers can adapt familiar methods such
as interviews to probe multi-sensory, sometimes tacit, information experiences (2005).

For the purposes of this CAIS paper, I examine the sense of smell as a discrete
phenomenon, but of course it is not. We cannot study people’s smell-related information
experiences as separate from people’s other sensory experiences. The senses of smell and
taste, for example, are inextricably linked. An inability to smell greatly decreases the
ability to taste (Provost, Bodwin, Kelly, Colabroy, & Wallert, 2016, p. 85). People’s
sensory information experiences are also tied to their choices and actions. Evidence for
this abounds, such as the well-established link between tasty smells (e.g., fresh pastries)
and generous behaviour (e.g., informing a stranger that she’s dropped her gloves outside
the bakery) (Baron, 1997; Guéguen, 2012). For this reason, LIS researchers should avoid
approaches that attempt to hive off the senses as a divorced object of analysis.

LIS researchers are attuned to “the red thread of information in the social texture of
people’s lives” (Bates, 1999, p. 1048). (The thread is red, but what does it smell like?)
We can look closely at the thread and see a ply consisting of sensory information, which
we encounter, seek, and use by interacting with our environments and social circles. It is
timely for the senses to receive closer attention within LIS, because “people’s knowledge
of themselves, others, and the world they inhabit is inextricably linked to and shaped by
their senses” (Sparkes, 2009, pp. 23-24). This paper, in outlining considerations around
the sense of smell in LIS research, connects with this year’s CAIS theme in two key
ways. By incorporating research from psychology, history, and anthropology, this paper
brings ideas from cognate disciplines to address concerns and concepts in LIS research.
By offering a focused analysis of a single sense, this paper contributes to the
development of an innovative future direction for our discipline.
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